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The Truman Capote nonfiction novel. 'In CoW Blood.' which reflects for 
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by Joan D. Berhrich 



"Why tfac h //; CoM tthnnir u parent asked 
hotly. "It isn't literature'." 

No. I suppose it isn't 'literature' . . . hut 
it is exeiting eontemporary' writing. It is 
MyliMieally interesting. It illustrates artistie 
strueturing of I'aetual materials. It provides a 
basis for discussion — i^n eapital punishment. 
iHi environnK*ntal inlluenees. on the haves and. 
the have-nots. It suggests a reason for the 
present overwhelming pt^larity of non-fiction. 
It even parallels an almi>st forgotten aspect 
of Greek tragedy. 1'hcse are the major reasons 
we teach Truman C'apiMe's /« Coltl BIimhI in 
our senior classes. 

In CoM BUmhI should he read quickly. C'aptMe 
suggested that one read parts taie and two. 
put the hook away for a day. then read the 
last two parts.' Certainly the reading and 
discuvsion combined slutuld not extend beyond 
a twivweek peritnl. When the lHH>k is brought 
into the clavsriXfm. it is already familiar to 
almost every student. Fhough few have read 
it. all have heard about it. Almost all know 
about the Clutter murders. They even km>w 
the outctMne. Yet. they find in the mwel 
suspen.se and drama. They gain some of the 
satisfaction, some of the catharsis. Greek au- 
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Dr. Brrhrii h is Chairman of the English Depart- 
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diences must have experienced when they 
watcheil the .Agamemnon story untold in the 
amphitheatre I hose spectators. 2.^tN) years ago. 
knew that Agamemnon would he slain, that 
Orestes wtnild. in retaliation, kill his mother, 
that Orestes would then he pursued by avenging 
Furies. 

Today's seniors know that the Clutters will 
K* murdered, that the killers will he pursued, 
that they will be captured, tried, and executed. 
In both cases, the foreknowledge heightens ap- 
preciation. The reader of In Coltl Blotnl knows 
Hickock and Smith will he caught, hut the 
reader, tint, is caught in an emotional labyrinth. 
Fie wants justice. Fie feels pity for meii distorted 
hy the human condition. He experiences (hut 
often refuses to admit) sympathy for the 
pursued. In the Aeschylus trilogy. Orestes is 
purged at the IX*lphie shrine and emerges 
absolved. In In Ci»ltl BIimhI Smith and HickiKk 
arc purged at the gallowrs. and they emerge. 
m>t absolved, hut understtxxl. For Man. along 
with these two men. was indicted, and the 
general indictment restores humanity to the 
two who had forfeited it. 

High schix>l seniors are old enough to un- 
derstand that liinnnniiy encompasses man's 
vicious impulses as well as his divine-like com- 
passion. They do not grow mawkish or sen- 
timental about the two killers. From a reading 
of the novel, however, they do become more 
aware of the complexity of man. of the 
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Columbia Pictures IN COLD BLOOD 



Capote's classic poses important questions for students 



ivsponsihilii\ til' one m:m I'or another. ol the 
close anil ettiiriised lie that hiiuls all men. 
Cain's fatal retort, "Am I my brother's keeper?" 
aequires neu and lerriKing signilieanec. 

The general discussion that Idllows the 
reading of this novel should h<.' provocative 
and thoughtful. It should cause some discomfort 
to our “safe" seniors; it should bring into 
the classroom a weighing of values and the 
place of values in siHricly; it should end in 
quesliitns. not in answers, for this generation 
is only beginning to know what questions to 
ask. 

SPRINGBOARDS FOR DISCUSSION 

1. Capote iiimsei f implied that the title. In 
Cold Blood, has two inlerpreluliims.^ Is 
official execution murder? Cun the title 
he Justly applied to both the killing of the 
Clutters and the execution of Hickock and 
Smith? 

2. C apote At.TERNATES chapters about the 
Clutters with chapters about Hickock and 
Smith. This constant change of subject at 
ftrst irritates young readers. Why then does 
the author use this technique? Does the 
domestic tranquillity of the Clutter home 
emphasize the disordered, meaningless 
lives of HiekiKk and Smith? 

The most vtvto image in this novel is 
Smith's giant yellow parrot that, at regular 
intervals, swooped down, slaughtered 
Smith's enemies and winged him away to 
paradise. Capote uses this image on pages 
1 10. 141. 299 and ^57.- What is the sig- 
nificance of this image? Is it effective? 

4. The author frequently uses words in 
combinations that startle and disturb. Note 
the following: like a peM wk trapped in a 
turkey pen (p. 1 .15); hip-hif>h. sheep-sUntph- 
teriiif! .viioH’.v (p. 21); land winter-.stripped 
and as sonther as sheet iron (p. 199); paws 

Kr.iiikt‘l. “‘riit* Snhinitiif Hrrirtv. Jaiiiiiirx 

11, |v JT. 

2 III ail iiit(T\ ii*\\ t!r.iiitt*(l to (•<*iiri£(* l*liiii|>|iiti. n'lwiiiti'd in 
//if Xfii IftrA /‘iiiif V litutk tit I it II |.ititi.ir\ |/i. I’Ki/i. |i. i'l. 
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uscti a\ thonnh tliev are \wKuat instno 
inenis (p. 27S). I he words thcmsclvct arc 
not unusual: the combinations are. Why? 
Incongruity? Alliteration? Connotation of 
violence? 

5. Point of view shifts ihrouchoui this novel. 
.Sometimes we witness a scene through 
Nancy's eyes, sometimes through Smith's, 
sometimes through a law-oflieer's. At other 
limes the omniscient author lakes over. 
Is this variation effective? Why? 

6. Capote cai i.f.d In C 'idd Bhunl a non-liel ion 
novel. What dtnrs this mean? I he non- 
fiction is obvious. Do the techniques men- 
tioned above suggest u reason for calling 
this purliculur non-fiction book u novel! 

7. After the ci.utter murders, the town's 
people look at each other w iih new suspi- 
cion. Friends of many years distrust each 
other. People lock and boll their dot^rs for 
the first time in their lives. What diK's 
murder — indeed, any crime — do to the by- 
standers. to tho.se not directly involved? 
What docs this suggest about human 
nature? 

8. The M'naghten Rui.e plays an important 
part in the conviction of HiekiK'k and 
.Smith. What is the Ivfiid definition of in- 
sanity? Is it realistic? Is it moral? What 
new problems would arise for the courts 
and for .society if insanity were more 
loosely defined? 

9. Coincidence is something we expect in 
fiction but suspect in real life. Several in- 
credible coincidences arc described in In 
Cold Blood. The day before he was killed. 



IN COLD BLOOD: THE FILM 

Richard Brooks, best known for his work in 
The l*roJI'essionals and hinier Gantry, is direct- 
ing a film version of Capote's book for Columbia 
Pictures. In <i attempt to preserve the impact of 
the non-fiction novel Brooks is shooting in act- 
ual locations and has casted players more for 
their similarities to the killers. Clutters. »>/. al.. 
than for their box-office draw. 
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OUT OF 
TWO DOZEN 
OF THE 
AUTHORS 
MOST POPULAR 
WITH 

TEENAGERS 

the following are represented 
in the Berkley Highland Catalog: 



FRANK BONHAM * HENRY 
GREGOR FELSEN * WILLIAM 
CAMPBELL GAULT * PHILIP 
HARKINS * PATRICK O'CONNOR 

* JOHN R. TUNIS * BETTY 
CAVANNA * BEVERLY CLEARY 

* MARGARET MAZE CRAIG 
ANNE EMERY * MILDRED 
LAWRENCE * MARY STOLZ 

+ AMELIA ELIZABETH WALDEN 
♦ LENORA MATTINGLY WEBER 

You Will Find More than Two Hun- 
dred Attractive, Convenient and Inex- 
pensive Paperbacks— by the Authors 
Listed Above and by Other ^ually Dis- 
tinguished Writers— Described in Our New 
FREE Berkley Highland Catalog! 

Nearly every book is recommended by 
one or more of the leading educational and 
library media, such as the Wilson Catalog) 
Library Journal) Horn Book, The Ameri- 
Library Association and The National 
Council of Teachers of English. 

^RKLEY PUBLISHING CORPORATION, 

200 MADISON AVENUE 

NEW YORK, N.Y. 10016 DEPT. M 

Please send me a FREE copy of 
your new 1968 Highland Catalog: 

Name 

Street Address 



Herbert ( liillcr Imik out a S40.(MM) lile 
insurance policy, with double iiideinnily. 
Dick and Perry were captured in l as 
Vegas, just moments alter Perry picked up 
a package be had mailed to himsell. I he 
package contained two pairs ol btMits — the 
bools worn by the killers the night ol the 
murder, the botils that lell clear and iden- 
liliable IwiprinJs at the scene ol the crime. 
Ihese b(Hils provided concrete and in- 
controvertible evidence. Would a reader 
accept Ihese coincidences in a regular 
novel? Are they dillicult to accept in this 
non-fiction novel? Are coincidences as 
rare in life as we like to pretend? 

10. The critic. Cieorge Plimpton, said that 
the final scene in the btiok seems to syn- 
thesize the whole experience lor Alvin 
Dewey.-’ What docs this mean? D(k*s this 
help to explain why In Cohl HltHnl may. 
indeed, be called a. non-fiction novel? 

The above discussion should lead sicp-by-sicp 
to the final question. Why is non-fiction or the 
non-fiction novel so popular today? Scvcnieen- 
ycar-olds. pragmatic and down-lo-carlh. will find 
the answer quickly. This is the real world — a crazy 
patchquilt of violence and nuclear war. of space 
conquests and medical miracles, of hasty begin- 
nings and imminent endings. In such a world as 
this, what novelist can hope to equal the simple 
words of a working astronaut? What dramatist 
can hope to create a tragedy as poignant as tele- 
vision's announcement that Friday in November. 
1963? 

We are living in a world ol out-sizetl figures 
and out-sized events. We are busy trying t<i com- 
prehend. to assimilate, to make sense of. these 
figures and these events. Perhaps this is why a 
Truman CaptHe turns from imaginative fiction to 
a non-fiction novel. Perhaps this is why In CoUl 
Blttofl has an immediacy, a significance that ne- 
gates the question — ^"But is it ‘literature'?" 

ininiptoM inh‘n*u*w. p. 43. 
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MANUSCRIPTS MAM pays up to S30 for 

articles on effective and creative methods and 
media in the classroom. A practical, how-to ap- 
proach is preferred, but if you're going to pull 
off a James Conant or a Paul Goodman then 
we'll be more than happy to have theory! 

Manuscripts should be triple-spaced. 50 charac- 
ters wide. 1800 words is a comfortable length, 
but shorter and longer pieces are acceptable. 
Authors may want to check ideas with the editor 
to avoid the possible frustration of duplication. 

YOU are the source of our best ideas . . . Keep 
'em cornin'. 
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